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INTRODUCTION
The Coromandel Coast comprises the southeastern coastal region of peninsular India seaward of the Eastern Ghats and bordering the Bay of Bengal, between False Divi Point in the north and Kanyakumari (India's southern tip). There is a long history of human activity on the Coromandel Coast, ranging back to at least the second century AD based on artefacts from a Roman port near Pondicherry (Begley 1993; Begley et al. 1996) and possibly earlier with evidence of trade links with Egypt mediated by Romans (Chandra 2011) . There is evidence of continuing occupation and settlement including archaeological records of villages dating back to the Chola period (around 1,000AD), settlements by European powers and a diversity of trading activities from the first half of the 16 th century, and increasing Tamil 
Coastal geography and development of the regional flora
The geological history of southern India includes migration of the Indian Plate, a major tectonic plate split off from Gondwanaland, that began moving northwards at about 15cm year -1 during the late Cretaceous Period (about 90 million years ago) (Zhu et al. 2005) . Its collision with the Eurasian landmass, occurring from between 60 and 50 million years ago, is an ongoing process forming the Himalayan range and affecting physical and biological geography at subcontinental scale (Valdiya 2010) . Data from fossil and contemporary fauna indicate that, throughout the late Cretaceous, India maintained exchanges with adjacent lands with no evidence, for example through a history of endemic species, of an extended period of isolation before its contact with Eurasia (Briggs 2003) . The ecology of India therefore reflects substantial changes in physical geography, climatic zones and species invasions. Southern India's biodiversity is diversified still further by wide variations in climate and geography across the contemporary Deccan Peninsula. Deciduous forests are most common on the better watered Malabar Coast and Western Ghats, the Western Ghats comprising a globally significant 'biodiversity hotspot' (Myers et al. 2000) . Deccan thorn scrub forests are naturally more widespread in the drier, interior Deccan plateau. The Coromandel Coast falls in the rain shadow of the Western Ghats mountain range rendering the city of Chennai one of the driest cities in the country due in part also to the unpredictable, seasonal nature of the monsoon. Annual rainfall on the Coromandel Coast is approximately 1,250mm, but with a distinct gradation from north to south, and a highly seasonal pattern including light rains from June to September with intermittent heavy falls between October and December mainly resulting from depressions forming in the Bay of Bengal (the northeastern monsoon) (Balasubramanian & Bole 1993; Blanchflower 2003) .
The Coromandel Coast is host to the 'East Deccan dry evergreen forests' ecoregion, constituting a narrow coastal strip and covering an area of 25,500km 2 . Only two other ecoregions exhibit a similar pattern, the Sri Lanka dry-zone dry evergreen forests and the southeastern Indochina dry evergreen forests, reflecting related tectonic history and current climatic conditions (Dabholkar 1962) . Similar forest assemblages are also found in northeastern Thailand (Bunyavejchewin 1999) .
The original vegetation of the ecoregion comprised forests with an understory of evergreen trees and an emergent canopy of taller deciduous trees, including Sal Shorea robusta, Albizia amara and Chloroxylon spp. (Dabholkar 1962) . Champion & Seth (1968) , with interests related primarily to forestry, identified six categories of Indian forests. One of these was 'tropical dry forests', in turn broken down into three distinct subtypes: tropical dry deciduous forests, tropical thorn forests, and tropical dry evergreen forests (TDEF). Under the Champion & Seth (1968) classification, 'typical' TDEF is dominated by the trees Manilkara hexandra, Memecylon spp., Diospyros sp., Eugenia spp., Chloroxylon sweitenia, and Albizia amara, though further sub-types were also noted. The definition of TDEF was therefore broad and described as 9-12 m high forest growing in lateritic and sand dune soils with a complete canopy and distributed along the coasts of Karnataka and Tamil Nadu states, and the Nellore District of Andhra Pradesh State. Dabholkar (1962) characterised TDEF as a climax constituted by Albizia amara -Acacia leucophloea communities, recognising eight successional stages in its development from original ecoregional forests with an understory of evergreen trees and an emergent canopy of taller deciduous trees. Dabholkar (1962) attributed the elimination of the deciduous canopy species to intensive human forest use over a period of centuries. Meher-Homji (1974) corroborated the derivation of TDEF from dry deciduous forest by the disappearance of many typical deciduous species and invasion by some endemic species of the drier eastern half of southern India. Meher-Homji (1974) In a study of 37 stands of TDEF, Blanchflower (2003) found a total of 915 angiosperm species, both native and exotic, of which 343 were woody species. Blanchflower (2003) Balachandran et al. (2015) suggest that a classification of 'Albizia amara community' is a more useful definition based on the wide distribution of the species across the coastal plain, and Sprangers & Balasubramanian (1978) suggest 'Drypetes-Strychnos-Memecylon association' due to the occurrence of species dominance in this forest type. What is also clear from comparative analyses is the extent to which TDEF today is highly fragmented and substantially degraded, and that this has been the case for centuries. The original characterisation of Champion & Seth (1968) noted that the few remaining extant stands of TDEF were already substantially degraded through logging and grazing. Although problems with identifying original forest cover and type have been addressed previously, Ramanujam et al. (2003) estimate that 95% of the original forest cover has been cleared. 
Tropical dry evergreen forest (TDEF)

Current status of TDEF
On the southeastern seaboard of peninsular India, TDEF occurred only within a very limited range, extending inland only between 30km (Gamble 1967 ) and 60km (Champion 1936 ). This distribution is coincident with a high human population, the long-term pressures of which Visalakshi (1995) [1995] [1996] [1997] [1998] [1999] [2000] [2001] [2002] [2003] [2004] [2005] , recording 7.7% and 15% decreases in tree diversity, a 10.5% decrease and a 17.5% increase in tree density, and a 2.3% increase and a 6.8% decrease in basal area, with additions and losses of species and considerable variation in tree species, attributing most changes to the cumulative effects of site quality and human activities. Baithalu et al. (2012 Baithalu et al. ( , 2013 undertook similar re-censuses of trees at two TDEF sites, 
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spiritual and/or heritage value also receive explicit protection including, for example, informal taboos surrounding Hindu temples and more formal designations such as qualifying features within world heritage sites and biosphere reserves. Diverse meanings attributed by different stakeholder groups, however, are often poorly represented in decision-making, with immediate utilitarian values often dominating perceptions and ensuing decisions. Where ecosystem services relating to traditional values are overlooked or undervalued, degradation of ecosystems through narrow utilitarian uses undermines the physical health and socio-economic wellbeing of communities, their cultural identity and their long-term viability. Recognition that human inhabitants shape the biodiversity and associated ecosystem services of the 'cultural landscapes' they inhabit is significant for informed and integrated management (Antrop 1997 (Antrop , 2005 Jones-Walters 2008) . The diversity of ecosystem services that these landscapes provide create strong ties between humans and their natural surroundings, constituting amongst the strongest incentives for people to engage with environmental conservation even if they remain today too frequently marginalised relative to more quantitatively assessed services (Schaich et al. 2010 ). Supporting Services: · Enhancement of linked soil formation, primary production, nutrient cycling, water recycling, photosynthetic oxygen production, and provision of habitat rebuilding ecosystem integrity, functioning and capacity to produce other beneficial services, particularly where it replaces degraded habitats. 
DISCUSSION
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The heterogeneity of TDEF is further compounded by its current fragmented state, the few remnant stands representing 4-5% of original TDEF patches (MeherHomji 1992; Wikramanayake 2002) and probably a great deal less today due to increasing pressures from expanding human numbers as well as changing lifestyles in Tamil Nadu. Increasing fragmentation is likely to reduce the viability of some native species, accelerate invasions from adjacent habitats and land uses, and increase vulnerability to grazing, timber and fuelwood cropping and other human pressures. TDEF then is far from a definitive forest type, but is rather one that is variable in characteristics. It is as much a product of natural forces as reflective of 'cultural landscapes' shaped by long-term human interventions that may be formative, destructive and also protective, as in the instances of temple and other sacred groves as well as nature reserves. From both biogeographic and cultural perspectives then, the wider evidence supports the conclusion arrived at by Gadgil & MeherHomji (1986) management action and ensuing ecosystem resilience from village to sub-catchment and up to progressively higher scales.
In conclusion, TDEF is at best a coarse classification of a regionally representative forest type, plastic in local form due to a range of natural and human factors and significantly influenced by local variability in both as well as edge effects. It may well represent a biome rather than a definitive vegetative type, but the classification nevertheless remains valid if viewed from a functional perspective rather than a purist botanical definition. If understood in this context, the term TDEF remains useful, and indeed has already done so as evidenced by restoration efforts. The term 'Coromandel Coast forest', however, may be less contentious, and therefore more helpful, if it evades some of the criticism levelled at TDEF as a strict botanical rather than a more general descriptor.
What is of overriding importance, and a matter of generally unspoken consensus of supporters and critics of the term TDEF alike, is that more of it is needed to rebuild severely degraded regional ecology, ecosystem functioning and with it a diversity of ecosystem services helpful in addressing a range of local problems including, as pressing examples, combating coastal saline groundwater intrusion and the erosion of soil quality and quantity, hydrological buffering rebuilding resilience to droughts and flooding, and pollination of crops in a predominantly agricultural region underpinning food and livelihood security.
